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INTRODUCTION
My chosen thesis topic, Forgiveness: The Heart of Healing in Marriage, grew out
of an independent study I conducted over the summer session of the 1993/ 1994 school
year. My study on marital and family spirituality was inspired by the course "Healing in
the Family". This course focused on the study of families, how they hurt and how they
heal. What seemed to speak to me most profoundly in this course was the gravity given to
the spiritual part of marriage and family. My learnings here at Loyola as well as my
personal experiences have brought me to a place where the spiritual part of people can not
be denied, looked over, or treated simply as an accessory .
My time at Loyola coincided with a time of great transition for my family and me.
These two years have been filled with plans for my marriage and the beginning of a new
family with my husband, Bill. Being at this place in my life I have been especially open to
looking back at my own experiences of growing up and being in a family, as well as being
a witness to my parents own marriage. Also, I have been looking ahead (and I must
confess often idealistically) to a future that included being happily married and hopefully
raising our own family.
My retrospective look into my family's experience was conducted with a great deal
of joy and pain. My study of marital and family spirituality revealed to me the potential
we have for finding intimacy and spirituality in families. I could not help but feel a sense of
grief for the loss of these experiences in my own family of origin.

Although both of my

parents are currently in recovery, until I was eighteen both parents were actively drinking.
Looking back, it is easy to see how hurts from their pasts contributed to their addiction.
As I studied the wonderful potential our marriages and families have as a place where we
can grow spiritually, I cannot help but to see addiction as one of the encumbrances
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human relationship are we called to such great intimacy., and only in relationships where
we experience the greatest intimacy can we experience great hurt. In his book, Can I
Make a Difference?, Albert Rossi states the need to live in family life and to make
mistakes in family life in order to grow closer to God:
"Only by living within a family, as Jesus did, can we go through
to the other side, beyond the family and live beyond our means.
Ultimately this means living in the new family, the new Israel, the
church. More immediately, it means living within the family to find
the stren,gth to go beyond family ways. First it means outgrowing
our parent's sins. Second, it means learning from our own mistakes.
Third, it means seeing beyond the obvious to perceive God's hand
in family life, to perceive the miracles of God as they occurred to us
and our relatives." (Rossi, 1990, p. 19)
Here again there is paradox. Our marriages and families can be a source of great joy and
fulfillment and they also can, because of our limitations, be a source of pain and injustice
which is why we need forgiveness.
Both May and Rossi seem in agreement with my belief that we are in our families,
partnerships, and communities for the purpose of growing closer to God. In Living
Happily Ever After (Toward a Theology of Christian Marriage) Thomas Hart states that
marriage is not only intended to bring both partners closer to God but that "God reveals
himself to a wife through her husband, and to a husband through his wife and to others
through them both." (Hart 1979, p.25) If in marriage we reveal God to our partner it
seems as though it is necessary for us to also forgive one another in marriage we are called
to forgive because we are forgiven "If you forgive anyone, I also forgive him. And what I
have forgiven--if there was anything to forgive--! have forgiven in the sight of Christ for
your sake, in order that Satan might not outwit us. For we are not unaware of his
schemes." 2 Cor: 10-11 (New American Bible)

Marriage as a sacrament in which we are called to experience God in our spouse.
When we forgive we transcend human possibility. I have found, and I will discuss in
depth later that forgiveness is truly divine; it is not something we do out of our own
human endowments. We are called to show our spouses that they are lovable and
forgiven not only in our eyes but in God's. I believe forgiveness helps us as partners and
families to answer Paul's prayer:
For this reason I kneel before the father, from whom every family
in heaven and on earth is named, that he may grant you in accord
with the riches of his glory to be strengthened with power
through his spirit in the inner self, and that Christ may dwell
in your hearts through faith; that you rooted and grounded in
love may have the strength to comprehend with all the
holy ones what is the breadth and length and height and depth
and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge,
So that you may be filled with the fullness of God. (Ephesians 3: 14-19)
We know this love through our partner, we show this love through forgiving as God
forgives us. When we make choices that are not life-giving, that cause pain, we are not
forever denied this love, because we are forgiven by God and called to forgive each other
we are given over and over again the chance to experience this love.
In this thesis I will explore and celebrate the sacrament of marriage and the call
that is on our lives as married people and people in relationship with one another. I will
explore how we hurt one another and fall short of our call, and turn our backs on God.
And most importantly I will explore the good news of forgiveness which I believe is at the
heart of healing for married people and all those in relationship.

CHAPTER 1
GUIDING ASSUMPTIONS AND TOPIC CHOICE

In the introduction I stated that my motivation for pursuing this thesis topic
developed out of my life experiences, current life stage, and professional development.
Although I briefly addressed my guiding assumptions in the introduction, I would like to
reiterate them and lay out a plan for what I hope to achieve in the first part of this
chapter. In the latter part of this chapter I will explore the idea of marital spirituality,
forgiveness, and how forgiveness fosters healing and greater marital spirituality.
Reiteration of Guiding Assumptions
A guiding assumption for this thesis and a major life theme for me is that God has
a call on our lives. From the beginning of our lives God calls us on a journey to become
always closer to Him. However, because of our human imperfections, we turn our backs
on God and move in other directions.

When I say we turn our backs on God I am

referring to the times we make decisions that do not uphold our dignity and deny the
goodness in ourselves and those who are affected by our actions and decisions. Because
our actions wound and separate us from God and others we need forgiveness. According
to Henry Nouwen "the great tragedy of human love is that it always wounds" (Nouwen,
1992, p.13). Forgiveness for Nouwen is the gift of communion. Communion literally
meaning "union with." When we forgive another we come back into union with them. But
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over again, opportunities to grow closer to God. In the sacrament of marriage we are
called to take this journey together as husband and wife and we are called to reveal God to
one another. Here again our human limitations cause us to fail and turn our backs to God.
Often we make choices that are not life giving and hurt our partner emotionally,
physically, and spiritually. These hurts we cause one another can serve as obstacles in the
journey to grow closer to God. The good news is that because marriage is a sacrament
where we are called to reveal God to our spouse, we, with the grace of God, can forgive
and we can resume the journey again together. As the title indicates, I believe forgiveness
is at the true heart of healing the wounds we encounter in marriage. Forgiveness is not
only a healer, it is also a mystery. Despite the wide spectrum of research I have
conducted, how we forgive is still somewhat of an enigma to me. I do believe that there
are ways we can set the stage for forgiveness to take place. I believe ritual is one way in
which we allow forgiveness to take place. In the fourth chapter of this thesis I will
explore the significance of ritual on in marriage and its potential for helping couples
forgive.
Marital Spirituality
First, however, I would like to make clear that when I speak of marriage I am
referring to marriage in the traditional sense: healthy man and woman in their first
marriage. To be more specific, I am speaking of Christian sacramental marriage between
two heterosexual partners. As a member of the Catholic faith this thesis will be greatly
influenced by my own tradition. I regret that in this thesis I will not be able to expand my
focus to cover less traditional models of partnership and marriage. I do, however, believe
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that this model is still important to consider and hopefully the information gathered here
will benefit those whose marriages do not match this traditional design.
As I began my preparation for this thesis I can recall being taken back by the idea
of marital spirituality: first that it existed, and secondly at the promise it held. My
reactions to this idea, I thought, must come from my experiences growing up and not
being able to identify with the role of spirituality in my family. It seems as though I am not
alone; marital spirituality is a new idea for many people, Catholics in particular. In their
book, Marrying Well ( 1981 ), Evelyn and James Whitehead looked at the issue of marital
spirituality focusing predominantly on what they call a Christian marriage. According to
the Whiteheads, a Christian marriage is identifiable by others because it is shaped by
"generosity, forgiveness, and a sense of purpose" (Whitehead and Whitehead, 198 I, p. I 0).
The Whiteheads go on to say the idea of "marital spirituality" is confusing to most
Catholics. The confusion exists because we have learned to split the things of the spirit
and things of the flesh. Marriage is considered to be "of the flesh" a less holy calling than
a life of prayer which would be "of the spirit". For most of us spirituality was considered
to be reserved for monks, priests, nuns and others who had chosen a life of celibacy.
In her book, Sacred Dwelling (1994), Wendy Wright reflects on this attitude that
things of the spirit are out of reach for those who choose marriage and family as opposed
to celibate lifestyles. Wright quotes St. Jerome who speaks skeptically about the spiritual
pursuits of a married mother:
She that is unmarried is careful for things of the Lord that she may
be holy in both body and spirit; but she that is married is careful
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of things of the world, how she may please her husband ..... Do
you think there is no difference between one who spends her time
in prayer and fasting and one who must, at her husband's approach,
make up her countenance, walk with mincing gate, and feign a
a show of endearment? .... Then come the prattling of infants,
the noisy household, children waiting for her word and waiting
for her kiss, the reckoning up of expenses, the preparation to meet
the outlay .... The wife flies like a swallow all over the house. She has
seen to everything, Is the sofa smooth? Is dinner ready? Tell me,
pray, where amid all this is there room for the thought of God?
(p.15)
Clearly St. Jerome believes marriage and family to be in direct conflict with pursuits of the
spirit. I cannot help wondering where Jerome developed this perspective on marriage and
family, and I cannot deny the existence of similar attitudes towards marriage and family in
the Church today. This unfortunate attitude toward family seems to be in contrast with
the stories of scripture and the lessons of the gospels. Jerome considers children to be a
hindrance to developing a relationship with God yet the Gospels tell us "Let the children
come to me and do not prevent them; for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these."
Amen I say to you, whoever does not accept the kingdom of God like a child will not
enter it" Luke 18: 16-17 (New American Bible).
In the Roman Catholic church we can imply something about our attitude towards
family in the lack of emphasis which is put on the experience of Mary and Joseph as
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married people. We chose not to think of them as true married lovers but puritan martyrs
who gave up experiencing their sexuality to "correctly" raise Jesus. With this as a model
it is no wonder we have difficulty developing a healthy model of marital spirituality.
believe this mindset has done a great deal to contribute to the misconception that
spirituality is not the stuff of which marriages can be concerned. Thomas Hart reveals to
us the notion of celibacy in the priesthood is a relatively new idea as well. According to
Hart "all of the twelve (apostles) were married with the possible exception ofJohn.
Which means, among other things, the first Pope was a married man" (Hart, 1979, p.8).
When we read the Gospels we can see that Jesus performed his first miracle at a wedding,
and hear Jesus speaking of his relationship with the church as that of a bride and
bridegroom. It would seem that marriage was held in esteem; yet we still battle the
conflicting view that married men and women are not able to be as concerned with
developing their spiritual selves as those who are single and celibate.
Christian marriage differs from legal marriage in the sense that it is a sacrament.
By sacrament I am referring to "an outward sign instituted by Christ to give grace" (Hart,
1979, p.17) Of all the sacraments marriage is unique in that it is the bride and groom who
minister the sacrament to one another. For marriage to truly be a sacrament it requires
more than the traditional ceremony and celebrations associated with the actual wedding:
both the man and woman must approach matrimony with faith, commitment and a great
deal of maturity. The priest cannot give this to the couple nor can parents or wedding
guests. Clearly for marriage to be truly a sacrament the couple must commit to making it
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just that. Unfortunately, I do not believe there is a clear understanding of the word
sacrament or the spiritual potential of marriage to many married people today.
I have been referring to the spiritual potential of marriage, and I would like at this
point to express what I believe that potential to be. As I have stated, I believe God has a
call on our lives. As married people our answer to this call, our spiritual journey is a
shared one with our partner. However, it is important not to overlook the significance
of the individual's spiritual journey. Wendy Wright reinforces this belief with this
statement: "When a man and a woman become one they do not at the same time cease to
remain two. There is a quality of 'otherness' about the union of man and woman that is as
much a part of the spirituality of marriage as is the quality of intimacy" (Wright, 1994,
p.84) Respecting each other's "otherness" is as important to answering God's call as is
nurturing intimacy.

Before we can truly be as intimate as God has called us we must first

be individuals. This seems to be in harmony with the notion that in order to make the
sacrament of marriage meaningful we need two mature Christians. The potential then is to
be Christ to one another and to those we meet. Reaching our potential requires that we
allow our hearts to expand and that we show our love to not only each other but that it
radiates and touches the hearts of all whom we come into contact. Reaching our potential
requires that we form a vision of what this love will look like and how it will be
experienced. Hopefully, as we grow to understand and recognize God's plans for
marriage, we will be able to form this vision.
So then if marriage is a sacrament, it is a place where Christ will be revealed to us,
where we are called to reveal Christ to our spouses, and a place where we are called to
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reveal Christ to the world around us. Thomas Hart reflects on the power of love
suggesting that falling in love is so powerful because we are offered a small hint of the
incredible love God has for us. In marriage we are also repeatedly offered the chance to
reveal and witness the Pascal mystery. As husbands and wives we witness parts of
ourselves and our relationships that die and rise again. I believe that forgiveness plays a
major role in how we reveal God to each other, how we die and rise in relationship. At
this point I would like to explore the concept of forgiveness as I have come to understand
it.
What is Forgiveness')
To describe the concept of forgiveness I begin where many of my sources with
have started, with the definition as from Webster's Collegiate Dictionary: forgive: 1: to
cease to feel resentment against (an offender): Pardon <ones enemies> 2 a: to give up
resentment or claim of requital for <an insult> b. to grant relief from payment of <a debt>
( 1988, p.484 ). This definition has been used numerous times as a partial description of
forgiveness, the theme of "ceasing to feel resentment" in particular has been a focus of
many authors I have reviewed. I agree that ceasing to feel resentment is a strong
indication that forgiveness is occurring.
Perhaps the most eloquent definition of forgiveness I have encountered was
offered by Henri J.M. Nouwen: "There is a step beyond choosing how to live our own life
story. It is the greatest step a human being can take. It is the step of forgiveness.
Forgiveness is the name of love practiced among people who love poorly"(Nouwen, 1992,

p 15). Because we are not capable of loving as perfectly as God we need the ability to
forgive.
Several authors mentioned reconciliation in their discussions of forgiveness, Doris
Donnely states that "forgiveness is part of a process that begins with a hurt and ends, as
it's final and long-range goal, with the event of reconciliation" (1979. p2). While
reconciliation is a major factor in and benefit of forgiveness, particularly where the marital
relationships is concerned, I do not agree that it should be a necessary component of the
forgiveness process in all circumstances. However, I do believe reconciliation is often the
desired result of the process. My reasoning for disinclining reconciliation is based on my
opinion that requiring reconciliation precludes our ability to forgive people who are not
safe to be reconciled or appropriate to bring into relationship. Donnely also describes the
non-forgiver as one who digs two graves, one for his/her offender and one for his or
herself. This comparison highlights the fact that holding onto anger can be very damaging.
In their book, Healing Life's Hurts (1978), Matthew and Dennis Linn identify anger from
unforgiven pains as being associated with "ulcers, asthma attacks, hypertension,
hyperthyroidism, rheumatoid arthritis, colitis, neurodermatitis, migraine headaches,
coronary disease, and mental illness (Linn and Linn, 1978, p. I 03 )" I would add to this list
anorexia, obesity, alcoholism, and drug addiction. The list goes on and on. The point is
that forgiveness' antithesis, repressed anger, is at its extremes dangerous and sometimes
fatal as Donnely alluded. However, I do believe there are situations when an individual
may need to hold onto their anger for some time to help motivate them in their healing
process. Victim's of abuse and violence are one example of this circumstance. Often

these individuals need to accept their anger and use it to help them come to terms with
the abuse and serve as a motivation for seeking justice. I do believe, however, that when
they are no longer in danger they would certainly benefit from engaging in forgiveness.
For those who are challenged with the decision or desire to forgive when a reconciliation
would be undesirable, potentially damaging, or because the victimizer is not willing to
partake, impossible, they may want to focus on being reconciled in heaven or the afterlife.
The ingredient of forgiveness that I believe to be the most profound has not been
explicitly addressed in the majority of literature. That is the spiritual component.
Although the preponderance of sources have indicated that forgiveness is often considered
a religious value, none have included this notion in their steps to forgiveness or their
definitions of forgiveness. I hope to explore the spiritual component of forgiveness in
latter chapters of this thesis. At this point I would like to mention my standpoint that
forgiveness has a graced quality about it and involves a spiritual presence whatever that
may be for the individual.
The Role of Forgiveness in Fostering Healing and Cultivating Marital Spirituality and
Barriers to Forgiveness
I have touched on how forgiveness is related to healing in spirituality earlier in
this paper.

I will explore the relationships in greater depth at this point. A strong focus

for this thesis is that marriage is sacrament, and as I stated earlier a sacrament which is
officiated by the couple and not by the priest. Again, in this sacrament we are called to
reveal God to our partner and they to us. If we always acted as revelation of God to our
partner there would probably be no need for forgiveness, at least in the marital
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relationship. Unfortunately, we fall short of always being the revelation of God. Instead
we look for and hold onto graced moments when, through our partner, we feel God's love
and see even the tiniest hint of how much God loves us. But the other times when we are
most wonderfully and painfully human we hurt those who we love and stand in need of
forgiveness, or we are hurt by those who love us and must find a way to forgive them So
how does forgiveness in marriage reveal God? In my opinion, when we forgive our
spouses we are revealing God's love, and, more than that, we are doing something that
transcends human capabilities. How paradoxical that God is revealed to us through pain
in our relationship.
In their book, A Sense of Sexuality ( 1989), Evelyn and James Whitehead address
the connection between marital spirituality and forgiveness. They depict forgiveness as an
expression of caritas or charity "the love that Jesus lived and taught (Whitehead and
Whitehead 1989, p. 75)... Forgiveness is an expression or caritas in that it allows us to do
something that is beyond our own capabilities. When we choose to forgive we give up the
luxury of nursing our wounds and the position of being superior to the one who has hurt
us, in this case our spouse. Through our ability to forgive we have the power to change
our story; to change our marital journeys. The Whiteheads use the metaphor of a torn
piece of cloth that is repaired, when we forgive. The tear, however, does not go away.
The fabric has been undeniably changed, but perhaps it gives the fabric a new texture, a
new character possibly making it even stronger. When we forgive we are giving another
chance. When we forgive we are also asked to be courageous enough to look at the role
we, the offended and previously assumed innocent, may have played in the damage. But
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most importantly we are showing our partners a glimmer of God's unending capability to
forgive, how God gives our partner chances over and over. According to the Whiteheads,
the ability to forgive each other is the greatest gift of Christian faith:
The greatest gift the Christian faith may have to give to
a married couple is the expectation of forgiveness. To
move beyond infatuation which includes false starts; the
purification of romantic love forces us to face our failures.
Forgiveness becomes a powerful resource for this journey.

If we can summon the courage and skill to forgive and to
accept forgiveness, our married romance will have a future.
(Whitehead and Whitehead, 1989, p.198)
I have indicated that forgiveness fosters spirituality by showing us a glimpse of
God's loving forgiveness and revealing his presence through our spouses. Forgiveness
also helps bring healing and fosters marital spirituality through the letting go of resentment
and anger that takes place when we have been hurt and unable to forgive. We can all
think of someone who has held on to a grudge for many years, refusing to let go of anger
no matter how damaging it is to him or her. The damage caused by resentment and anger
can have a profound effect on family members for generations. The marital relationship is
no exception. The unwillingness to forgive in marriage can drive distance between wife
and husband, alienate the possibility of growth, and stifle communication except for that
which is negative. The ability to forgive allows the couple to reassess the hurt and
hopefully complete the process of forgiveness. When they forgive they begin in a sense
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anew, however, permanently changed from the process (like the piece of cloth with a
tear). The presence of forgiveness in the relationship, in my opinion has the capacity to
demonstrate to them the Pascal mystery: a relationship in which two people once in a
sense dead can rise.
Forgiveness offers the relationship new life while holding onto unhealthy anger
eats away at the life that is there. How can we pursue our journey toward God with such
negative feelings in our hearts? As married people on a shared journey how can we
continue the journey if the anger is directed at our journey mate? In Mark 11 :25, Jesus
steers us in the path of forgiveness: "When you stand to pray, forgive anyone against
whom you have a grievance, so that your heavenly Father may in turn forgive your
transgressions." (New American Bible) Jesus tells us that before we pursue God in prayer
we must first forgive anyone who has sinned against us. Also we are reminded in this
passage that we need forgiveness. I believe this reminder helps us to reflect on our lives
focusing not only on how we have hurt our spouse, God, or others, but also how we can
make changes in our relationships that will have more life giving results.
Repressed anger also serves as a barrier to intimacy and spiritual development
when the source of the anger is in relationships other than the marriage. Repressed anger
and unforgiving hurts from one's family of origin can resurface as anger towards one's
spouse. Richard Fitzgibbons promotes using forgiveness preventatively for engaged
couples, hoping that forgiving harms done by parents will prevent them from misdirecting
anger at each other.

While I feel I have made a case for why forgiveness is important to married people
I am not sure as to whether or not I can demonstrate how it happens. I have made
references to the graced and transcendent qualities of forgiveness. The old saying "to err
is human to forgive divine" relates that this is not a new idea. There is something about
being in relationship and being loved first by God then by our spouse that enables us to
transcend our inability to overcome resentment and let go of grudges. There is, in my
opinion, always something spiritual whenever "two or more are gathered", and particularly
when those two have chosen to be sacrament to one another.
Wendy Wright refers to parents' ability to love their children as an expanding of
the heart (Wright, 1994, p. 28). This vision could also be used to describe marriage and
marital spirituality. Before we enter into the marriage relationship we are not so aware of
the other; but as commitment and love grow we become increasingly aware of how our
actions impact them. Hopefully as marriage matures and sacramental love becomes more
genuine, the ability to be aware of and considerate of another grows. Because we are
loved, we can love, because we are forgiven we can forgive. The experience of being
loved and forgiven first by God, and then by our spouse nurtures our ability to love and
forgive; our hearts are expanded. This increased ability to love both God and our spouse
is what I am speaking of when I talk of marital spirituality. Without forgiveness this
growth is not possible.
Perhaps the primary reason for not forgiving is that it requires we give something
up, more specifically, the right to nurse our wounds. Forgiveness brings the couple back
to a place of mutuality. When there is an unforgiven hurt in the marriage the offended
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spouse is often left in state of feeling superior or "one up." The offended spouse is in a
one up position because his or her partner needs their forgiveness.
Another barrier to forgiveness is the great amount of struggle required to engage
in and complete the forgiveness process. Who has not heard the advise "Just forgive and
forget?" Those of us who have struggled with forgiving an injury are aware of the
difficulty of the forgiveness process. In this prayer Edward Hays seems to address the
struggle of forgiveness rather well:
It feels impossible, 0 God
totally beyond my reach,
to forgive what has been done to me
You know my pain
You know the hurt I hold.
Caught between pain and pardon
I wish to choose Jesus' way of pardon.
0 God, make me
the channel of your gift of pardon,
that I may also be healed
as your forgiveness passes through me to others.
(Edward Hays, 1988)
True forgiveness is never as easy as the saying "forgive and forget" might suggest.
Forgiveness requires soul searching. Forgiveness also requires patience to allow the
process to unfold. Forgetting really has little to do with forgiving. In fact, forgetting can
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make us vulnerable for future hurts.

The injuries that require forgiveness are so painful

that they would be very difficult to forget.
Having explained my understanding of forgiveness, marital spirituality, and how
the two are connected I will in the next chapter review what other authors have to say
concerning forgiveness.

CHAPTER2
DISCUSSION OF GAPS IN LITERATURE AND INTEGRATION

Discussion of Gaps
As I began my search for material on forgiveness in the field of psychology the
most prominent finding was the lack of material. I first consulted some classics in the
field of marriage counseling such as Jacobson and Gurman' s Handbook of Marital
Therapy (1986) and found no mention of forgiveness. I consulted sources which addressed
a more lay audience such as, Harriet Goldhor Lerner's Dance of Anger ( 1985) which takes
a close look at how anger functions in relationships. Forgiveness which is most often
crucial in the resolution of anger was not mentioned in the excellent work. The First Year
of Marriage ( 1987) by Miriam Around and Samuel Parker explores the first year of
marriage with all it's joys and trials. Some of these potential trouble spots include money,
sex, in-laws, power-balance, and friends.

While this book does an excellent job exploring

marital issues and making suggestions for working through difficulties there is no mention
of forgiveness as a means of repairing intimacy. Instead, this book focused more on
conflict resolution and compromise. Conflict resolution and compromise by themselves
are essential to early marriage; forgiveness would provide a complete means for dealing
with the more damaging personal injuries.
The Transition to Parenthood (1994) by Jay Belsky and John Kelly is an
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informative book that takes a close look at couples and their experience of becoming first
time parents. This transitional time is often associated with conflict and difficulties. The
authors speculated as to what factors might determine the effect of this transition on the
marriage. While the authors mentioned the ability to manage conflict they did not mention
the use of forgiveness. The inclusion of forgiveness as a means of coping with conflict
and repairing intimacy might make these sources more complete.
One can only speculate why the field of psychology has rejected forgiveness as a
therapeutic tool. The religious connotations seem to be the strongest aversion. Clearly
forgiveness is a religious value. As counselors we have a responsibility to avoid
aggressively imposing our values onto our clients. Perhaps this is why counselors who
believe in forgiveness themselves refrain from encouraging its practice in therapy. While
the ethical standard of refraining from influencing our clients with our values is
esteemable, as counselors we always influence our clients with our values. Also, it is
important to remember that while we may encourage forgiveness, forced forgiveness is
not true forgiveness. To try to force forgiveness would be impossible and forgiveness is a
process that must develop on its own and come out of the individual or couple's desire to
forgive. Unethical because as counselors while we may have to challenge our clients'
values it is not our job to indoctrinate them with our own. While we need to be cautious
about our approach to values in counseling we cannot allow ourselves to be rigid. Most
couples seek help for marital problems because they have run out of options. Forgiveness
is a new option. Perhaps it may even be unethical to withhold this option from them if it
would result in the greatest healing.
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Those of us in the field of pastoral counseling may have more freedom to discuss
forgiveness as well as other traditionally considered Christian values. Couples may
assume that the title, pastoral counselor, indicates a counselor who will demand
forgiveness as a part of the counseling process.

A dogmatic attitude towards requiring

forgiveness can be just as damaging as a closed attitude towards forgiveness. In recent
years Pastors and "Christian Counselors" have received criticism, for encouraging abused
women to reunite and forgive abusive husbands. This type of forgiveness takes place not
out of a widening of the heart or a desire on the man's part to stop, but our of fear and
obedience to authority. We cannot bully people into forgiving because it is what a good

Christian should do. While I still maintain that psychology needs to take a closer look at
forgiveness it, like all tools, must be good match for the couple's needs. To be helpful to
the most couples we must avoid rigidity. We must also bear in mind that even if someone
is not ready or willing to forgive at this time they may be ready at a later time.
Forgiveness is always a process and its time of completion will vary from circumstance to
circumstance.
Integration of Psychology, and Religion/ Spirituality
While there are clearly gaps in literature, both the fields of psychology and religion
have made major contributions in helping couples and families heal and grow. As a
pastoral counselor I have learned to look at the whole person not just his or her
psychological or spiritual part. In his book, Hidden Spring, Thomas Hart reinforces this
viewpoint. Hart takes a look at the relationship between the ancient fields of religion and
spirituality and the relatively new field of psychology. Hart asserts that in its earlier years
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psychology viewed religion as bordering on pathology. There seems to be improvement in
the relationship between the two fields lately. According to Hart "we have reached a
point in human evolution where we recognize that psychology and spirituality are not an
either/or but a both/and. Time for collaboration and integration has arrived. An animated
dialogue is open and growing" (Hart, 1994, p. 1).
Psychology and spirituality clearly differ, they also hold a great deal in common.
Both aspire to lead people to a more fulfilled life. Both exist to defy human suffering.
Both have the potential for being abused. Both remain suspicious of each other. While
the relationship between the two disciplines has indeed improved in recent years, it is by
no means perfect. Many in the field of psychology still consider strong religious beliefs to
be pathological.
The idea of spirituality has been met with more welcome in the field of psychology
than the concept of organized religion. Spirituality as I understand it deals with an
individual's personal quest for meaning. While not everyone claims they belong to a
formal religion, we are all spiritual. According to Hart "spirituality deals with ultimate
issues, the deepest questions, the foundation meanings and values of human life in general,
and therefore of therapy in particular. Therapy needs spirituality's orientations.
Spirituality needs therapy's instrumentalities" (Hart, 1994, p 23). Couples who engage in
the counseling process are often searching to find meaning in their relationships. They
seek to find where they went wrong and how they can heal.

It may be true that some couples can benefit from forgiveness as purely a
psychological tool or purely a religious spiritual tool. I believe, however, that the
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integration of both perspectives will benefit more couples than viewing these as separate
entities. The integration of psychology and spirituality is not a stretch; the two fields are
concerned with the same fundamental issues: meaning making, growth, and healing.
These are also the things with which marriage in concerned. This growing integration is
what appealed to me about pastoral counseling. As a pastoral counselor I am able to
address both the spiritual and psychological needs of the client which are, as I have stated
earlier, almost always related. Also being a pastoral counselor allows me to work with
prayer and prayer rituals which are key to engaging in the forgiveness process.
The material I have found on forgiveness seems to have excellent potential for the
integration of the two disciplines. Forgiveness as a purely psychological process lacks
acknowledgment of the graced quality which in my opinion is at its very heart. While
someone can tell us to take steps A, B,, and C we may complete these steps and still not
feel that we have completed the process. What may be missing is the openness to a
change of heart or a willingness to ask for help from a higher power to complete the
process. Forgiveness as purely a religious idea sounds too simplistic yet difficult to
achieve. If we are told to simply forgive because that is what is required by our faith we
are left without direction of suggestions of where to begin.
An integrated approach to forgiveness offers the best of both worlds. The steps
we are asked to take in order to forgive, usually insight, understanding, and empathy can
lead us to a change of heart or transformation. By opening our minds to the possibility of
forgiving our spouses we may begin to open our hearts. The opening of our minds is not
purely a psychological process. Stories of our faith and prayer can be used to help open
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us to the possibility of transformation. Likewise our inability to forgive can be based on
our religious beliefs such as an eye for an eye.
As I said earlier both disciplines are dedicated to defying human suffering and
raising people up to a better way oflife. Forgiveness also holds these goals. By relieving
ourselves of penned up hostility and anger we are saying no to suffering and freeing up
our energies to be in pursuit of more life giving relationships.
Psychology may not speak much about forgiveness but it does use words which
seem to refer to something similar. These ideas which I have mentioned before, letting go
and conflict resolution are some of the concepts psychology has used. The integration of
forgiveness as a part of healing would offer couples more complete healing if that is the
route they choose. Forgiveness seems to go a step beyond conflict resolution.
Forgiveness also seems to be more difficult than conflict resolution and letting go.
Conflict resolution requires to commit ourselves to the process of evaluating what went
wrong and the roles we played. Forgiveness requires that we make ourselves vulnerable
and commit to forming a new covenant. More importantly it requires that we allow
ourselves to opened to transformation. The conflict resolution strategies seem to have
similar goals of helping couples get past those areas in which they experience disharmony
but to not seem render the sense of healing which accompanies forgiveness.
According to Paul Giblin sixty to eighty percent of first marriages begin in a
church setting (Giblin, 1994, p. 147). What an excellent place to begin talking about the
importance of forgiveness in marriage. Here forgiveness can be used as a tool to prevent
future problems. Couples who are experiencing difficulties in their marriage are the ones
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most likely to present for counseling. The therapist's office is another place for couples to
learn about forgiveness. We look for meaning and answers in both our spiritual and
emotional lives. To encourage forgiveness in both these areas would prepare for
managing life's trouble spots in a way that is life giving and not life denying.
What Psychology is Saying About Forgiveness
Very early in my study I came across an article by Frederick A. DiBlasio and
Judith Harris Proctor, entitled: lherapists and the Clinical Use of Forgiveness. This
article mentioned the lack of reference to forgiveness in psychology literature as well as in
the actual practice of psychology. Further research has proven this statement correct.
Correspondingly, while some of the material in the psychology section will be from
sources speaking directly about forgiveness, other material will concern subject matter that
I feel is closely related or demonstrates the need for forgiveness in marriage. As might be
expected, there is an abundance of literature concerning forgiveness from the fields of
religion, and spirituality. However, this material does not always pertain specifically to
married couples. I will address, more specifically, how I hope to approach this dimension
in the following sections of this chapter.
In an article DiBlaso and Proctor ( 1993) the authors speculate why psychology has
not put forgiveness to use as a therapeutic tool, particularly why they have not used it with
couples. Their research concludes that therapists are hesitant to use forgiveness due to its
religious connotations. This hesitance seems to be a result of cautions against imposing
one's religious values onto his or her clients. Other findings included the impact of the
therapist's age on their willingness to use forgiveness as a tool in therapy. Younger
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therapists who are more likely trained in the "here and now" cognitive behavioral
therapies are less likely to use the retrospective skill of forgiveness. Older therapists are
more likely trained in the retrospectively orientated psychodynamic therapies and are more
likely to use forgiveness. A third factor associated with increased use of forgiveness in
therapy was the therapist's general openness to the client's religious values. Interestingly,
the therapist's own level of religiosity did not play a factor in their willingness or
unwillingness to use forgiveness.

While Diblaso and Proctor have labeled forgiveness as

a retrospective skill because we can only forgive what has been done to us it is important
to take not that forgiveness takes place in the here in now.
The Contributions of Multi generational and Retrospective Approaches
Harris and Proctor speculated as to which theories of family therapy would use
forgiveness. Such a therapy would have to take a strong historical look at families and the
offenses experienced. This description immediately brought to mind Contextual therapies
which use genograms to look at family interactions and significant family events using a
retrospective multigenerational lens. In his article, Premarital Preparation: ?hree

Approaches ( 1994), Paul Giblin recommends using genograms with premarital and
recently married couples. This backward glance could reveal family patterns of conflict,
abuse, and potential trouble spots. Genograms are an excellent way of revealing those
conflicts with parents that may be transferred to the spouse. Genograms can be tailored to
highlight the information which the therapist or couple is trying to identify. In the case of
forgiveness primary consideration would be given to areas of family conflict. Conflict
between each spouse and their parents. Or conflict between each spouse's parents.
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Another area to highlight would be the religious values of each family, particularly the
value of forgiveness. Richard Fitzgibbons identified the forgiveness of parents as
preventive use of forgiveness in his article, The Cognitive and /-_,'motive Uses of

Forgiveness in the Treatment of Anger ( 1986). Here Fitzgibbons recommends that premarried couples identify anger from other relationships, particularly parental relationships,
and encourages using forgiveness as a means of preventing the transference of anger onto
the spouse. Couples can use genograms to reveal how generations of their families dealt
with anger and forgiveness.
I have already mentioned how using a backward glance technique can help
premarital and newly married couples identify areas in which they may be transferring
anger from their parents on to their spouse. In their book, Passages of Marriage, Minirth,
Newman, and Hemfelt ( 1991) dedicate a chapter to forgiveness. The authors state that
failure to forgive one's own parents may encourage them to idealize their in-laws.
Because our in laws will probably fall short of our idealizations, we are destined to be
disappointed with them and perhaps our spouse as well (Minirth, Newman, and Hemfelt,
1991 ). Here is another area where couples, particularly those who are newly married can
benefit from taking a backwards glance and forgiving their parents.
The skill of looking back at family of origin experiences is not limited to being
useful to only the soon to be and newly married. Couples who are married with children
as well as empty nesters can benefit from using genograms and taking account of past
hurts. Couples with children are bound to be reminded through their children of what
some of their experiences and disappointments were growing up in their family of origins.
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With these triggers available it would be an excellent time to evaluate where they are
passing on projected anger as well as where their relationships with their parents need to
be healed.
Couples experiencing the empty nest are also in an excellent place for taking the
backwards glance. This time in life the older but not yet elderly adult looks back at their
life and evaluates how he or she has grown and contributed to the world. Here the couple
can reflect on how they have treated each other, how they have helped one another and
how they have hurt one another. This evaluation has excellent potential for revealing
areas of repressed anger and unforgiven hurts. While all forgiveness requires a
backwards glance for the fact that we cannot forgive what we have not already
experienced, this journey back into not only our recent hurt but the past hurts of our
spouse seems to require a great deal of courage and willingness to endure struggle. For
couples who are willing to engage in the process, I believe it will help assure significant
healing as well as prevent, to some degree, the repetition of those past hurts.
The issue of wounds in the Intergenerational family and the impact they may have
upon the marriage relationship was also addressed in Families and Forgiveness (1994) by
Terry D. Hargrave. Hargrave was influenced Boszormenyi-Nahry who developed a theory
which emphasized an internal sense of social justice in human relationships. Ideally, if we
were all treated well we would treat our spouses and others the same. However, the
reality is, we are imperfect and hurt those who we are the closest to. Out of this hurt,
Nagy has identified, and Hargrave seems to support, we develop a sense of destructive
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entitlement. Destructive entitlement is described this way in the book, Between Give and
Take (1986), by Nagy and Barbara R. Krasner:
Tragically, internally contradictory overentitlement originates from
a child's inherent right to be cared for or die. The intrinsic
entitlement escalates into overentitlement in direct proportion
to the degree to which the following factors accrue:
-The child fails to receive adequate nurturance
-The child's own needs for trust, devotion and love are
exploited
-The child receives mistrust, deceit and mystification in
return for his trust and devotion;
-The child is eventually blamed for adult, relational failures.
In consequence a child is justified in seeing the adult world as his debtor.
He is no position to make the world own up to his debt, however.
Worse is any attempt the child might make at later, substitutive
vindication of his rights. For her the child (or grown up) becomes
the source of new injustice. (Boszormenyi-Nagy and Krasner, 1986, p.415)

So then according to this theory which is called social justice theory a child who is treated
by his or her parents poorly or as what Hargrave refers to as Mistrustfully is in danger or
mistreating his or her spouse. He or she feels they are entitled to act in ways which might
cause harm because they were treated so poorly. An example of this might be a man or
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woman who treat their spouses feelings insensitively because they had never been treated
with sensitivity by their parents. This notion of destructive entitlement offers one answer
to the question of why would he/she hurt me?
Terry Hargrave seems to take Boszormenyi-Nagy's work a step further as far as
Intergenerational healing and it's effects on one's spouse and children are concerned.
When I say that Hargrave takes it a step further I am referring to his going beyond what
Nagy calls exoneration to the overt act of forgiveness. Nagy claims that in exoneration
the burden of blame and culpability is lifted off the offender whereas when an offender is
forgiven he or she still retains the blame. While I make the claim that forgiveness is the
next step after exoneration Hargrave believes that one is not better than the other.
According to Hargrave the two differ in that "forgiving requires that some specific action
regarding the responsibility for the injustice that caused the hurt." (Hargrave 1994, p 15)
The offender and offended will know that forgiveness has taken place when two
conditions are met: 1)the victim no longer holds the wrongdoer responsible for the
injustice; 2) the wrongdoer holds him or herself responsible.

Hargrave has identified four

stations on the road to exoneration and forgiveness: insight, understanding, giving the
opportunity for compensation, and the overt actor of forgiving. The first two stations deal
with exoneration, when the second two stations are added, according to Hargrave, we are
doing the work of forgiveness. As I will explore later the decision of whether or not to
move on to forgiveness does not deal only with the forgiver's willingness to do so but also
upon whether or not it is possible to engage in relationship with the offender. In the
following paragraphs I would like to take a closer look at these four stations.
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The first station, insight, according to Hargrave is what helps people take the first
step toward trust, one of the desired outcomes of the forgiveness process. Insight is what
allows us to see how the damage and hurt were caused, who played the major roles, and
how we can prevent such damage from occurring again. Insight has the potential of
helping not only to make events of the past seem more clear, it also has the potential for
helping the victimizer to evaluate his or her behavior and prevent damaging another as
they have been damaged. Insight may help the victim to be justified in his or her feelings
of anger, hate or pain. Often we deny the pain we have experienced in our families of
origin as well as our current marital relationship. By looking at our experiences
objectively it becomes more difficult to deny what is obviously an injustice. Insight helps
us to see more clearly that we have a right to be angry. For the offender insight gives him
or her an opportunity to see how their personality was shaped and how they may have
been influenced by damage done to them in earlier relationships. Insight is not only the
first station but often times the only station, often this as far as individuals or couples can
go in the process. According to Hargrave the therapist major role in this station is to ask
questions and offer objectivity.
The second station on the path to forgiveness, understanding, also marks the
completion of the exoneration process. According to Hargrave, a victim will know that he
or she has a sense of understanding towards their victimizer when he or she has a sense of
the victimizer's "limitations, development, efforts, and intent" (1994, p.343). Through the
process of understanding the victim will begin to comprehend how the victimizer was
treated poorly and unjustly. Understanding differs from insight in that the offended party
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develops empathy. One consequence of understanding is that the victim will have a sense
of identification with his or her victimizer. By sense of identification Hargrave seems to
mean a belief that if the victim were in their same circumstance he or she may have done
the same thing. Understanding effects the victimizer by allowing him or her to let down
their defenses. By allowing ourselves to see that we too are human, we free our spouse to
see how his or her humanness may have effected us in a way that is hurtful.
Understanding, however, does not remove responsibility. One of the benefits of
understanding is that it begins to offer some answers to the often agonizing question of
"why did this person hurt me?" and allows the victim and victimizer to move to the next
step. According to Hargrave the therapist's role in helping to foster understanding is the
use of what Nagy refers to as "multi-directed partiality." Multi-directed partiality is the
therapist's attempts to give equal time to each family member, or spouse's role in the hurt
that was done. The therapist actually sides with each member equally. By siding with
both the offended and offender the therapist is able to remain neutral and to bring to the
surface those factors and circumstances that may have given the offender a sense of
destructive entitlement.
Station three which is actually the first station beyond exoneration is: Giving the
opportunity for compensation. Station three is, in my opinion, the most vulnerable stage
in the process of forgiveness. The vulnerability of this stage is that it involves entering
into relationship, once again, with the one who has caused harm. For married people this
may be when the decision to divorce or reconcile is determined. According to Hargrave
it is at this third station where the victim allows the victimizer to rebuild the status of love
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and trust. If the victim is working on forgiving the spouse it may mean healing for the
marnage. If the victim is working on forgiving his or her parents undoubtedly the
marriage relationship will benefit from the positive growth as well as a decrease in the
likelihood that he or she will be hurt by the spouse's destructive entitlement. This is a time
where both victim and victimizer should practice extreme caution and move in small steps.
According to Hargrave this station can take place without either party making any verbal
mention of the damage that has been done or the need for forgiveness. Hargrave suggests
that the therapist can aid in this process by helping the spouses develop a written contract
or ledger and a plan of action that will protect both the victim and victimizer. It is at this
stage where I believe many couples present for help to marital counselor or at church
programs such as Retrouvaille. Retrouvaille,(which is French for rediscovery) is a
ministry for married people and offered by various dioceses in the United States and
Canada that is devoted to helping people in troubled marriages make one more attempt at
saving their marriage (Gleason, 1992).
The fourth and final station is the overt act of forgiveness. The three previous
stations have planted the seeds for this station to occur. Although couples can stop at any
point in this process it seems to be Hargrave's opinion, and mine, that the completion of all
four stations will lead to more comprehensive healing. In this stage the victim and
victimizer openly discuss the offense and its effects. Because this may be the first time the
victimizer has been verbally confronted with the offense chances are likely that there will
be some degree of defensiveness and denial. If the defenses and denial are not too strong
as to close the door on the possibility of forgiveness, this can be a wonderful opportunity
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for healing. According to Hargrave this station marks the beginning of a new contract or
covenant. For this new covenant to take place all three elements must be achieved:
1)agreement: both parties must reach some sort of agreement about the offense that took
place; 2)acknowledgment: there must be an acknowledgment of accountability for the
damage and harm that has occurred; and 3) apology: the victimizer must apologize for the
harm he or she has caused. When this process is complete the victim and victimizer are
again in place of equality, the scales are again balanced. Hargrave's requirement that
there is an overt act of forgiveness challenges the couple to enter into a difficult and
humbling process. One way in which to accomplish this stage is to develop a ritual of
forgiveness. In the next chapter I will address the importance of ritual in marriage and
make suggestions for developing forgiveness rituals. At this point I will explore what
authors in the field of spirituality and scripture have to say about forgiveness.

Review of Religious/Spiritual Literature
While it is obvious that forgiveness is not yet a widely accepted value in
psychology its recognition as a religious value is undebatable. I will be focusing on
forgiveness as a Christian value, however, I would like to acknowledge that it is embraced
by other religions as well. Enright et al. found that "the Jewish scriptures and tradition
provide the first thorough exposition of divine and interpersonal forgiveness, Sa/ah is the
primary word from the Hebrew bible that is translated 'to forgive"' (Enright, 1992,
p. 100). According to Enright this refers to the forgiveness of God and the removing of
sin. Other related words from the Hebrew Bible are kapar which means "to cover or
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atone for wrong doing" and nasa, which means "to lift up and carry away sin" (p. 100)
The Christian meanings for the word forgiveness also deal with the restoration of the
relationship between God and the sinner, the Greek word for this is, Apheimi. Other
related Greek words found in the Christian bible are Charizomai, which refers to
forgiveness as an undeserved favor, apoluo which deals with giving up the negative
thoughts, and agape, which is widely known as unconditional love (Enright, 100). These
words all allude to the healing powers of forgiveness. They tell us that forgiveness can
restore what was once broken. Forgiveness comes our way not because we deserve it but
because of God's love for us. In marriage we can forgive our spouse even when it does
not seem they deserve it because marriage is sacrament. I also believe that when we
forgive each other we not only restore our relationship with our spouse but we repair our
relationship with God as well.
The spiritual component of forgiveness adds a dimension to forgiveness that the
psychological component does not cover, the part of forgiveness which requires a
transformation. At this point I would like to explore forgiveness as it is written about by
several Christian authors. I will focus on how forgiveness is sacrament, the role God plays
in forgiveness, and what scripture has to say about forgiveness.
In their book, Marrying Well (1989), James and Evelyn Whitehead speak highly of
forgiveness; forgiveness of ourselves as well as of our spouses. They refer to it as the
ability to "expect the extraordinary even of ourselves" (p.380) when every thread of our
being wants to hold onto the anger we are able do what only God can. When we forgive
we are being sacrament; we are revealing God to our spouse. The Whiteheads suggest
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that forgiveness is important to couples in all stages. For young couples they will need
repeatedly to forgive each other for their failures to live up to the romantic notions they
have set for themselves. By forgiving each other for falling short they can begin to have a
relationship based on more realistic mature love. According to the Whiteheads "Marriage
is where we learn our most profound lessons of forgiving and being forgiven" ( 1989,
p204). Both of the Whiteheads' books, A Sense of Sexuality (1990) and Marrying Well
( 198 l) offer a model of marriage as a place to grow spiritually and embrace our
imperfections. They seem to get at what I believe is the heart of forgiveness, that it
requires that we transcend our human capabilities and allow God to work in us. I believe
their vision of marriage and the role forgiveness plays could be beneficial to all stages of
marriage. Both of their works address specifically the difficulties couples experience
through the marriage lifecycle. Because of the religious nature of their work it seems
primarily suited for use with churches or other religious organizations.
In Learning to Forgive (1979)Doris Donnely explores forgiveness as a Christian
value. According to Donnely people who make decisions refusing to forgive deny
themselves complete access to the joyful side of love and relationships with God,
themselves, and others. Therefore if a husband or wife has an unforgiving hurt with
anyone, not just their spouse, their marriage will be affected. Not only will the marriage
relationship be affected but their relationship with current and future children well be
effected. Forgiveness, according to Donnely, is a gift we can give that will benefit not
just the offender and offended but others with whom both are in relationship. In my first
chapter I spoke of forgiveness as being life-giving; Donnelley seems to agree with this

terminology in her statement: "Non-forgiveness is a way of reaflirming death; forgiveness
is a way of reaffirming life" (Donnely, 1979 p. 61 ).
Donnely differs from some other authors on the topic of forgiveness in that she
includes reconciliation as part of the process. This does not mean that to complete the
process we must be in a physical relationship with our offender, although this is often a
hoped for ending of the process. Reconciliation here refers to a reconciliation between the
forgiver, the forgiven, and God. For Donnely forgiveness in marriage restores not only
the relationships of the spouses but also their relationship with God. Donnely's
perspectives on forgiveness could be helpful for all married couples encouraging them to
heal not only the hurts from their spouses but other hurts and resentments that are keeping
captive love and energy which should be flowing freely between partners and their
children.
Donnely and the Whiteheads seem to be in touch with what Wendy Wright
referred to as the expanding of the heart. The love we give and receive from God and
others allows our hearts to expand and do something that is most unnatural. All the
authors seem to agree that in order for the forgiveness process to come to pass there must
a transformation of sorts. In my opinion the awareness and awe of this mystery is perhaps
the most significant contribution of these authors. Many couples caught in the struggles
of trying to build a marriage, coping with parenting, and reestablishing themselves after
the children have left may not be aware of the power and promise of their love. These
authors remind them, as well as other non-married readers, that this promise exists.
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Earlier in this paper I stated that marriage is unique in that it is the only sacrament
which is not administered by the priest but by the couple. I do not think there is enough
emphasis on this. Also, I think the word sacrament is saved for the elaborate ceremonies
and reserved only for the priest. We need to let couples and families know that we are
truly designed in God's image, to be God for one another. We do not have to be
administered sacraments we are sacrament. And nowhere will we have more
opportunities to be sacrament than in our marriage and families. Our failures can either
interfere with our ability to be sacrament or provide opportunity to be sacrament.

When

we are challenged with forgiving our spouse we are offered a choice between life and
death. I have found no better words to express this offering than Deuteronomy 30: 1920: "I call heaven and earth today to witness against you: I have set before you life and
death, the blessing and the curse. Choose life, then, that you and your descendants might
live" (New American Bible). By forgiving we are choosing life. We chose not to allow
our resentment to consume us. At this point I would like to make a transition and explore
what we have learned about forgiveness in scripture.
Forgiveness In Scripture
To begin my exploration I consulted Nelson's Three in One Bible Reference
( 1982) while not an exhaustive concordance it listed 113 references to forgiveness in both
the Old and New Testament. While this search offered an abundance of material I would
like to focus on only a handful of references. Perhaps the most widely used reference to
forgiveness is the story of the Prodigal son. We find this parable in Luke chapter 15: I 132. Most Christians are familiar with the story of the Father with two sons, the older
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dutiful son and the younger irresponsible son who demanded his inheritance from his
father and squandered it living a life of indulgence and dissipation. What we do not often
hear is that in those times for a son to do this is to say that he considers his father dead.
After a succession of bad choices the younger son finds himself working with the swine,
one of the most despicable jobs for a man of his religion. Realizing that he would be
treated better as one of this father's hired hands, he goes back to his father's home
doubting that he will even be received. At this point most would speculate that the father
would turn him away or only allow him back into the fold after administering some stem
chastisement for his thoughtless and disrespectful actions. To our amazement the father
kills the fatted calf and throws a bash for the young son and his friends. The other son
becomes angry and asks why his father for whom he has worked loyally and steadily has
not so much as received a young goat to feast on with his friends. We do not know if the
younger brother was ever able to forgive his older brother. His decision to not to forgive
was understandable. It is what most of us would do. The father, however, allowed
himself to be more than human as he chose life in choosing to forgive.
Scripture is abundant with praise for forgiveness, directives concerning
forgiveness, and examples of Christ's forgiveness. David exalted the gift of God's
forgiveness: "Blessed is he whose fault is taken away whose sin is covered. Happy the
man to whom the Lord imputes not guilt, in whose spirit there is no guile"Ps 32: 1-2 (New
American Bible). In Matthew chapter six verses twelve the only places in the Bible where
Jesus gives us a specific prayer we ask that God "Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our
debtors." Despite these reminders how many times to we choose to ignore God's
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forgiveness and instead hold onto a punishing image of God?. How many Sundays do we
say the Our Father with a grudge in our heart against our spouse, child, or neighbor')
Forgiveness is a gift that is far too often taken for granted.
By forgiving we have the power to change our story, our relationships, and our
lives. Forgiving also, in a sense, changes God. In Two Corinthians chapter two verses
ten and eleven we are told how our ability to forgive one another changes God:
"Whomever you forgive anything, so do I. For indeed what I have forgiven, if I have
forgiven anything has been for you in the presence of Christ." While many of us have
been taught about an unchanging God I believe the reality is that our relationship with
God is always changing always evolving. Certainly God must rejoice when we forgive
one another.
In Christian wedding ceremonies scripture has a primary role. We look to
scripture for a message as to how the newly married couple is to live.

Usually the

scripture used in wedding liturgies highlights the love of the couple and the meaning of the
sacrament Studying scripture commonly recited at weddings has revealed to me that
while forgiveness is not the primary message there is often a directive about forgiveness
which can be derived from the text. An example can be found in 12: 1-2, 2-9:
Brothers and sisters, I beg you through the mercy of God to
offer your bodies as a living sacrifice holy and acceptable to
God, your spiritual worship. Do not conform yourselves to
this age but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, so that
you may judge what is God's will, what is good, pleasing and perfect.
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Your love must be sincere. Detest what is evil, cling to what is
good. Love one another with the affection of brothers. Anticipate
each other in showing respect. Do not grow slack but fervent in
he whom you serve is the Lord. Rejoice in hope, be patient under
trial, persevere in prayer. Look on the needs of the saints as your
own; be generous in offering hospitality. Bless your persecutors;
bless and do not curse them. Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep
with those who weep. Have the same attitude towards all. Put away
ambitious thoughts and associate with those who are lowly. Do not
be wise in your own estimation. Never repay injury with injury.
See that your conduct is honorable in the eyes of all. If possible
live peaceably with everyone. (New American Bible)
Paul does not specifically mention forgiveness in this passage but surely forgiveness fits in
here. Holding onto anger and resentments is of this age, when we forgive we are not
conforming to this age. When we forgive we must persevere through the process and be
patient under trial. Forgiveness does not repay injury with injury. When we forgive we
strive to be pleasing to God and not pleasing to man.
When marriages begin many couples caught up in the magic of the moment may
never think there will be anything to forgive. On the contrary love means having to say
you are sorry and accept your spouse saying they are sorry over and over again. As love
matures we become increasingly aware of how fragile we are and how many times we
hurt our spouse and are hurt by our spouse. The gift of forgiveness is perhaps the finest
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gift we can offer our spouse. Whether we look at forgiveness as a way of bringing justice
into the relationship or as following the teachings of our religion it is clear that without
learning how to forgive couples are bound to fail in their relationships.
The psychological and religious/scriptural perspectives of forgiveness have been
presented as two different topics. While there are certainly discrepancies among the
schools of thought, there is also agreement. Both schools have an appreciation for
forgiveness. Authors in both spirituality and psychology have encouraged forgiveness and
broken down steps to take in forgiving one another. There still remains a question of how
do we forgive') I propose that one way in which the forgiveness process unfolds is
through ritual. In the next chapter I will explore how ritual is significant to marriage and
forgiveness as well as develop one forgiveness ritual.

CHAPTER 3
RITUALS AND FORGIVENESS

At this point I have explored forgiveness as a means for repairing intimacy and
marital spirituality. I have also presented what authors in the areas of psychology and
religion/spirituality are saying about forgiveness. Several of these sources have made
suggestions for how we can forgive each other. I believe that the concept of ritual has
great significance for marital forgiveness.

Perhaps it would be good to begin with a definition of what ritual is. In their
article, Family Rituals, Steven Wolin and Lisa Bennet describe rituals this way: "a
symbolic form of communication that, owing to the satisfaction that family members
experience through its repetition is acted out in a systematic fashion over time." (Wolin &
Bennet, 1984, p401.) In his article, Family Rituals Paul Giblin describes ritual as "Those
family routines, the consistent and predictable ways of behaving, that give special meaning
to individual family members and to the family as a whole" (Giblin, 1991, p.21).

Rituals are more than any one definition can express. Rituals are bedtime stories,
using the good china for Christmas dinner, the grace said before meals, eating pizza on
Friday nights. They are the way we say hello and good-bye, the little things we can count
on in an uncertain world like cake on our birthday and candy on Halloween. Rituals
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contain a message about who we are as a culture, family and couple. They will differ
greatly from couple to couple.

Perhaps the most significant purpose of rituals is the setting aside time to
contemplate life's transitions. Whether it be the transition of ending the day with a
bedtime story, the transition ofleaving single life to become married, or the transition of
moving from anger to forgiveness. According to Evan Imber-Black and Janine Roberts,
the authors of Rituals for Our Time (1992), rituals are how we make meaning. Rituals
"give individuals and families possibilities to be the makers and interpreters of their lives"
(Imber-Black &Roberts, 1992 p6).A ritual of saying grace before meals says that we are
family with religious beliefs. The wedding ceremony symbolizes a change from being
single to married. Birthday celebrations mark the beginning of a new year. We are
always one year older on our birthdays but a symbolic celebration offers us the
opportunity to reflect on the years behind and the years ahead. Rituals are "protected time
and space" in which we reflect on life's transitions.

While rituals embrace the constant parts of our life they must also embrace the
changing growing parts of our lives. Rituals must not become stagnant and uninteresting;
as family life changes so must some of our rituals. A couple who experiences severe pain
and disharmony in their marriage may feel hypocritical celebrating their anniversary on
their actual wedding date. They may instead wish to designate a new anniversary of the
time they were able to forgive and reconcile.
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According to Imber-Black and Roberts there are four major classifications of
rituals: Day to Day Essentials, Family Traditions, Holiday Celebrations, and Life-Cycle
Rituals. The day to day essentials deal with the rituals that we engage in on an everyday
basis. These might include a special story read to a child at bedtime, twenty minutes of
uninterrupted set aside for the couple to reconnect after a day apart, perhaps a special
blessing before going to bed and before leaving each other in the morning. Some of these
rituals are very intentional, others are just habits we engage in without much thought such
as sitting in particular seats at the dinner table.
Rituals that are family traditions are somewhat more dramatic than the day to day
rituals. Imber-Black and Roberts refer to these as "the inside calendar." These dates are
not marked on our calendars as official holidays like Christmas and Easter. Rather they are
the special days in the family that everyone knows about. These days include birthdays
and anniversaries or other days that mark significant events in the family.
The third category of rituals are Holiday Celebrations. These are on the outside
calendar, examples might be Halloween and New Year's Day. While many families
acknowledge these days the ways in which they are celebrated varies widely from family
to family. Often our cultural heritage will have an impact on how we celebrate these
major holidays. A family who has been in America for many generations will differ from
one who has recently emigrated from Mexico. As families become Americanized they
often lose the precious rituals of their homeland in an effort to become more like "real
Americans." These are the rituals which most often bring extended family members
together.

The fourth category of rituals is the Life-cycle rituals. These are the births,
baptisms, weddings, ordinations, engagements, Bar Mitzvahs, Bat Mitzvahs, retirements,
and deaths. It is in these rituals that family transitions are most celebrated and obvious.
Two single people become married. A childless couple become parents. A lay person
becomes a member of a religious order. An adolescent becomes an adult. The way we
celebrate these rites varies from family to family. As we have become a "more
sophisticated society" we have abandoned some rites of passage, particularly those that
symbolize the beginning of adulthood. More primal cultures still have elaborate rites of
passage for their members who come of age. Through this century we have allowed less
and less time for significant transitions. Wakes that used to last an entire week have been
condensed into one or two days. Some rural cultures still set aside as many as three or
four days to celebrate a wedding while in the same country the more urbanized
communities complete the ritual in one day.
An individual's opinion of rituals is influenced by how his or her family celebrated
rituals. Some families have kept their ritual lives very rigid leaving members feeling
confined within their family's traditions. Other families may have had very few rituals and
feel uncomfortable in highly ritualized settings. While having rituals that are excessively
rigid is not an ideal situation, a lack of rituals in the family can be a sign of family
dysfunction. Wolin and Bennet found that in families where alcohol abuse was a problem
there were noticeable differences in the families' ritual life. Alcoholic families tended to be
more chaotic and therefore having less predictable behaviors. Often the highly ritualized
times such as holidays and weddings are associated with alcohol and potential for an
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alcoholic family member to become intoxicated thus adding stress to the supposed
celebratory time. Considering this added stress many alcoholic families avoid rituals all
together.
Alcohol and other addictions are not the only robbers of the family's rituals. Shame
(which is also a major factor in alcoholism) surrounding a family transition can also
influence how it is ritualized.

In previous decades out of wedlock births were highly

unacceptable in most families. Couples were often "forced" into marriage. These
marriages, even if they were not forced, were often less celebrated than a marriage
without prior pregnancy. Funerals for someone who has committed suicide are often
carried out in a quick hush-hush manner.
Rituals can have a great deal of significance on how and why we forgive. For
couples and families who have ceased to engage in rituals because past hurt makes the
celebrations insincere, forgiveness would allow them their old rituals back as well as
opportunities to discover new rituals. Forgiveness itself needs rituals. We need to mark
that we have forgiven, that a change has transpired.
The Catholic Church, is without argument, one of the great ritual makers and
keepers in the world. Many of these rituals are indeed life giving ways of celebrating our
faith such as the wedding mass and Easter Vigil. Others are stagnant and life denying such
as the tradition that says women should not be allowed to enter the priesthood. As far as
forgiveness and ritual are concerned the Catholic Church has had quite a bit to say. The
sacrament of reconciliation was designed so that we could confess our sins and hopefully
feel a sense of resolution and forgiveness.

Until recently reconciliation has been highly
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ritualized and widely utilized. After Vatican II however, people began to question the
need to seek forgiveness from God through the priests. New communal forms of
reconciliation were developed, which seemed to free more people to again engage in
reconciliation, although the decline in members who engaged the sacrament continued.
Still many ask why we need formal confession when our sins are forgiven simply by our
asking. The truth seems to be that we do not need to engage in the formal sacrament of
reconciliation to receive God's Forgiveness. Personally I have wondered why we
participate in this formal sacrament when forgiveness from God transpires simply through
our asking. However, there have been times when after engaging in the formal process I
have had a greater sense of healing and being forgiven. By entering into the process we
are marking a change. It's not that we are anymore forgiven than by going to God
directly, we are simply more aware of this forgiveness through the ritual.
Couples who have experienced pain may have difficulty asking for forgiveness
Many may feel their forgiveness is expressed without having to use words or rituals.
While this understanding might exist in some relationships, ritualizing forgiveness helps us
to be more aware of the healing and gift forgiveness offers us. Ritualizing forgiveness can
also help us have a greater awareness of our ability to hurt one another as well as our
desire to cease this hurting. Asking and granting forgiveness is not easy. Having a ritual
allows for some guidance. Later in this chapter I will offer several prayer rituals for
helping couple's forgive.

As with all rituals how these actually take shape will depend on

the couple and their needs. They do not answer the question "How do I forgive" but they
can offer guidance.
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Developing Rituals For Forgiveness
Rituals serve marriage in many other ways than forgiveness. Forgiveness rituals
hold a great deal of potential for healing and enriching marriages. Perhaps the most
significant benefit of forgiveness rituals is putting closure on the pain and marking a new
beginning. How this takes shape will vary from couple to couple. Usually developing
rituals is a new skill and couples may need some guidance in developing rituals for
forgiveness as well as other areas of marriage. Imber-Black and Roberts make some
suggestions for the development of rituals which could be beneficial in developing rituals
for forgiveness. The authors list the most important components of ritual as preparation,
people, place, participation, and presents. In order for rituals to be most effective a great
deal of consideration must go into the preparation. The preparations should be shared by
those who will engage in the rituals, for our purposes the husband and wife. Imber-Black
and Roberts recognize that for the most part the ritual life of a family or couple seems to
be the responsibility of the woman. In a forgiveness ritual both members should
participate in the planning, thus assuring that it will be meaningful for both. The actual
planning of rituals also has a potential for healing and marking a change in the marriage
where both members of the couple actively participate in its renewal.
The second category, people, is usually obvious: the husband and wife. However,
if there are children, there may be a place for them in the forgiveness ritual. Imber-Black
and Roberts gave an example of a couple who had reconciled after separation. The couple
ritualized their reconciliation by asking their children to help them plan and participate in a
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new wedding ceremony.

When children have been witness to the pain, they too need

healing. The pain effects all in the family. There are some cases where it would be
appropriate to involve children. Children's involvement would depend on their
developmental ability to participate and benefit from involvement. By involving children
in a forgiveness ritual there is the added benefit of exposing them to the healing potential
of forgiveness.
The place where a ritual occurs can be a significant factor. Forgiveness often
means a new start in the couple's life.

Planning a ritual in new place that is neutral ground

would help represent this newness in the relationship. Perhaps it might be more powerful
to ritualize forgiveness in setting that already has some profound meaning to the couple.
At the Engaged Encounter my husband and I participated in a forgiveness ritual which
took place in the chapel to signify the need for and presence of God in the forgiveness
process. Couples should be encouraged to seek out a place the will help bring significance
and healing to the ritual.
Participation in the ritual was somewhat addressed in the consideration of the
people who will be involved.

What seems most significant is that both husband and wife

participate fully. Both forgiver and forgiven must be aware of the power they have to
affect the relationship. One must not allow the burden of planning and participating to fall
solely on the other. Also, for some couples there is an importance to acknowledge and
rely on the participation of God or Higher Power to help the actual act of forgiveness
transpire.
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The final element, presents, refers to actual gifts given in rituals, but I will also use
this category to address the use of symbols in rituals. The marriage ritual itself is rich in
symbols. The wedding rings signify the commitment each has made to each other. The
cake is referred to a sign of fertility. The festive clothing signifies that this is a time of
celebration. Anniversaries are also associated with gift giving and symbolism. The longer
the couple has been married the grander the gifts will be. Symbols connect us to special
meanings. They can also connect us to the past and the future. Symbols serve as a
reminder of the ritual long after the ritual has transpired. Imber-Black and Roberts spoke
of one couple who decided to forgive each other after both had had affairs. To symbolize
their forgiveness and new start the couple exchanged new wedding rings. Other couples
have declared a new anniversary date after they have forgiven and reconciled. Instead of
celebrating the old anniversary date which seemed sanctimonious after the betrayals they
had experienced celebrate the anniversary of the day they forgave each other and began a
"new" marriage.
Symbols are more than gifts and other tangible items. Symbols can be words and
actions. In his book Families and Forgiveness, Hargrave describes a ritual where a mother
asks for her daughter's forgiveness while on her knees. At first consideration this seemed
shaming and uncomfortable. In this very scenario the daughter had strong objections to
the ritual. After more consideration I realized how powerful this gesture was. There are
many ways this mother can say she is sorry but by asking forgiveness while on her knees
she is making a statement that she is in great need of something her daughter can offer.
Symbols weather they are objects or actions cement the meaning of the rituals. Symbols
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give us something to hold onto whether it. is an item as a wedding ring or a symbolic
action as in the story of the daughter and mother described above. The symbols whether
they are tangible objects or memories of symbolic actions remind us of what has
transpired.
Imber-black and Roberts make several suggestions for helping families and
individuals develop rituals. Their suggestions would be instrumental to helping couples
develop a ritual for forgiveness and celebrating the newness of the forgiven relationship.
In planning rituals it is important to consider each of the components as well as the
positive and problematic outcomes of the couple's options. Regarding preparation ImberBlack and Robert suggests the couple asks "What specific activities will be involved? How
do gender, age, culture, and family of origin experiences influence this process?"
Concerning the people involved the suggested questions are: "Who is the occasion shared
with and what family dynamics are involved in deciding who does or does not
participate?" The location of the forgiveness ritual might be influenced by these questions:
"Is there anything special about where the ritual occurs that influences the meaning of the
experience?" Regarding presents the couple may want to ask "what parts do gift giving
and receiving play?" I would like to add to these questions "how will we invite God to
enter into this ritual of forgiveness? How will this ritual bring new life to our marriage?
How can we use symbols in this ritual?

Ritualizing Forgiveness
At this point I would like explore some existing rituals for forgiveness. Further I
would like to make some suggestions for forgiveness rituals and recommend how they can
be implemented by couples, pastoral counselors, and others who serve families.
Prayer and rituals often go hand in hand. In their book Couples Praying Together:
A Special Intimacy, Gene and Judith O'Brien offer a variety of prayer rituals for couples
to use together. The O'Briens suggest that couples use prayer as a way of strengthening
commitment, closeness, and conversion. This book looks closely at six couples who have
used prayer in their relationships. All six couples distinguish forgiveness and
reconciliation as being an important time for prayer rituals. It is easy to see how
forgiveness relates to commitment, closeness and conversion which are affected by prayer.
Prayer and forgiveness bring couples closer to each other and to God. Conversion, which
is often the aim of prayer, is at the heart of forgiveness. While most couples admit that at
first praying together can be somewhat awkward and uncomfortable, the benefits of
sticking it out far outweigh the self-conscious beginning. Each prayer session/ritual is
divided into a reflection, a segment of scripture, and a two part dialogue. The dialogue,
which offers suggested discussion topics, is broken up into two parts, listening to God
speak and responding to God. The following is the reflection for Forgiveness:
One thing is certain in families: people will sometimes become
angry with one another. Spouses will hurt one another's
feelings, kids will disappoint parents, parent will be unfair to kids.
Anger isn't all bact. Besides alerting us to disharmony in
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the family, it can also help us protect ourselves. Anger is a very
human emotion and a helpful one, too, if we deal with it in a
straightforward way.
Sometimes, however, we become angry and move into a
cycle of damaging. He hurt my feelings so I won't talk to him.
She won't talk to me, so I won't make love to her. He won't
make love to me so I'll criticize him. This can go on. And on.
The couple or the family gets emeshed in this relentless pattern. The
family "climate" becomes depressive.
Forgiveness changes the climate.
Forgiving is often difficult, but we can do it. God, the forgiver
shows us how.

Ephesians 4:30-5:2
And do not grieve the Holy spirit of God, in whom you
were sealed for the day of redemption. Let all bitterness
and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away
from you, with all malice and be kind to one another,
tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ
forgave you.
Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children. and
walk in love, as Christ Loved us and gave himself up for us, a
fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.
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The Dialogue

We listen to God speak.
I'm not asking you to get rid of anger and the behaviors
that come with it just because it would be a nice thing to do.
I'm telling you to get rid of it because of who you are. You are a
person sealed with the Holy Spirit.
In biblical terms, the seal is a very personal mark showing
personal possession. When you were baptized you were "sealed" by
my Holy Spirit. That's not just oratory! You belong to me.
Because you bear my seal, you are to let go of these
behaviors that rip people apart.
The good news is that I forgive you. The challenge is for
you to forgive one another.

We respond to God
We have been hurt and are very angry. We don't want to
lose face by giving in, but at the same time we feel miserable with
the separation. We may want to pray for help in being
straightforward about our hurt and anger. That's a kindness.
We may also pray for help in forgiving.
We tend to whip ourselves mentally for our past mistakes.
Especially those related to anger and getting even. Feeling guilty
has become almost a way of life for us. In this passage, we hear God
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clearly say that he forgives us. We may want to praise and thank
Him for that.
We understand that the power of God's seal in us goes
beyond our immediate family to relatives and community. We find the
hard circles of unforgiveness inside ourselves toward some of these
people. We may ask the Spirit who lives and loves in us to soften
these hard places. (O'Brien and O'Brien, 1986, p.60-61)
The suggested scripture and reflection help the couple to reflect on how difficult
forgiveness is as well as how willing God is to help us forgive. How the couple will
choose to enact this ritual depends on what they are comfortable with. Many of the
couples interviewed for The O'Briens' book have a special prayer place which they keep
safe and uninterrupted during prayer time, usually the bedroom. While the reflections are
suggested the prayer is completely up to the couple. When a couple is first beginning a
forgiveness ritual it might be helpful to have a structured format such as the one suggested
by the O'Briens. As the couple begins to feel more comfortable they might make
alterations to the original format so that it is more personalized to their needs. Perhaps
they might want to include a special prayer candle and prayer cloth to help symbolize that
this is sacred time and space. Most of the couple's in the O'Briens' book said they always
begin with the symbolic action of holding hands as a way of centering themselves for their
prayer ritual. This is an excellent source for helping couples develop their own prayer
rituals.

~8

By encouraging couples to use forgiveness rituals such as the one described above
we can equip them with tools find and achieve greater intimacy in marriage.

Another

possibility for helping couples ritualize forgiveness is a liturgy focusing on forgiveness. By
offering a liturgy (or workshop if more appropriate) couples also benefit from receiving
support from the church community. Many couples feel abandoned by their church after
their wedding day. According to Heidi Schlumpf Kezmoh, author of the article What has

the Church Done For Your Marriage Lately? (1993) "on their wedding day we treat
couples as if they're number one, but we kind of let them drift after they're married,
they're on their own for the most part(p,28)." For many couples their wedding day is the
last they may see of the church for some time. Married couples often find the church out
of touch with their needs. I propose that we need a more developed ministry of marriage
and family. One way to reach married couples would be to have liturgies which address
relevant issues and concerns. Many churches have already tailored masses so that they are
more appropriate and meaningful to children and young adults. I would propose that the
same be done for married couples. Forgiveness would be an excellent theme for such a
mass. At this time I would like to present a possible format for such a litur!,>y. I must,
however, admit that I am a novice at developing liturgies.
Using Imber-Black and Roberts' guidelines I will first present some elements to
take into consideration in planning a forgiveness liturgy. The first area is preparation.
While the majority of liturgy planning has been done by ordained ministers or lay ministers
I would suggest the couples themselves prepare the liturgy. Most couples have probably
not taken on such a task since developing their own wedding masses and will therefore
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feel awkward. However, there is a distinct advantage to including the couples in the
preparation as they will most likely feel more invested in the liturgy.

Also, to be

considered in preparation the couples should decide if they simply want a mass with the
theme of forgiveness and suggestions for rituals to be used at home, or an actual ritual to
be performed at the end of the liturgy.
The second category, people, would include the couples who are interested in
participation. Couples should be recruited from the regular congregation perhaps through
announcements at mass or in a parish bulletin. Also in the Catholic Church organizations
such as Engaged Encounter could be sources of couples for the program. Recruiting the
couples would occur previous to the preparation so that the couples could take part in
planning. A forgiveness liturgy would be open to all couples. If it were designed as a
forgiveness workshop the presenters might want to screen couples. Couples using
forgiveness will probably feel more successful if they begin with smaller infractions.
Participation in a forgiveness workshop might not be a wise choice for couples dealing
with more serious hurts such as betrayal through adultery or physical abuse. These
couples should probably be directed elsewhere for help. For our purposes, however,
participation would not be excluded. Those couples who present with more serious
problems should be referred to a person or agency who could better serve them.
The third consideration, place, deals with where the actual liturgy will take place.
One obvious location for such a liturgy would be the church building. I believe, however,
there would be a greater impact ifthe liturgy(s) were celebrated in the homes of the
participants. In the early church liturgies were often celebrated in the home. Celebrating a
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liturgy in the home reinforces the family as the domestic church. Also, home liturgies may
encourage a sense of community among the participants.
The fourth consideration is participation. It is important that the couples
participate as fully in the liturgy as possible. Traditionally in the Catholic church the
liturgy is performed by the priest and the congregation plays a more passive role.
Fortunately things are changing. Non-ordained people are being given a larger role in the
liturgy. A liturgy for married couples should be conducted as much as possible by married
people. However, in traditions such as the Catholic Church it may be necessary to include
non-married clergy. Participants should participate as couples, doing readings together
and acting as Eucharist ministers together. Also couples should be encouraged to receive
communion side by side as they did on their wedding day.
The fifth area of consideration, presents, or symbols should be left up to the
couple. Couples should be encouraged to find a way to symbolize to each other their
forgiven relationship. Symbols can be material or gestures. It would be important to ask
couples beforehand to consider how they would like to symbolize forgiveness in their
relationship.
The consideration I added to Imbed-Black and Robbers list, inviting God into the
ritual, seems explicitly addressed in a forgiveness liturgy. At this point I would like to
present a possible format for such a liturgy. This liturt,ry is taken from the catholic
wedding liturgy. However, instead of reciting vows, the couples will exchange words of
forgiveness. Those who belong to other faiths may need to alter it to fit more
appropriately with their beliefs and worship

6.1
practices.

Forgiveness Liturgy for Married Couples

Processional I Gathering Hymn: In a typical liturgy this is where the priest, lectors, and
altar servers make their entrance into the worship space. This liturgy focuses on the
married couples and the worship community. To highlight this it would be more
meaningful for the group (including clergy) to begin the liturgy in a circle or another
arrangement which emphasizes the community aspect of church. At this time a gathering
song, would help set the tone for the liturt,>y and signify the transition into the liturgy
ritual.
Opening Prayer: In the wedding mass this prayer focuses on the couple and the sacrament
of marriage. For this liturgy the opening prayer should focus on both marriage and
forgiveness.
This prayer has been adapted from Edward Hays' Prayerbook for The Domestic Church

(1979)
Lord and Creator of life
Your Loving Union with you People
was sung by the ancients
in symbols of wedding feasts and intimate unions.
No other vocation in Life
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have you, Lord, so richly blessed
by interlacing intimacy and affection
in the sacred union of hearts and bodies.
With healed and happy hearts,
we proclaim our thanksgiving to You,
God of Compassion and Great Kindness.
We rejoice in you absolution of our failings
and in the fact that You call us
to forgive each other daily
with the sacrament of understanding,
for in that mutual forgiveness,
we experience you divine grace.
Blessed are you Lord our God,
who unites us in marriage and heals us with forgiveness.
(p.69and67)
Old Testament Reading: There are many excellent old testament readings to choose from.
One which is commonly heard at Catholic wedding masses is Song of Songs 2:810, 14, 16a;8:6-7a. I would include this scripture because it exhaults passionate love and
intimacy. This passage declares the powers of love, that love is stronger than death; our
ability to love is stronger than our anger therefore we are able to forgive.

Many

Christians, Catholics in particular, do not see their intimate lives being sanctioned and
celebrated by God. This passage gives the message that intimacy is good and spiritual:
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Hark! my lover--here he comes
springing across the mountains,
leaping across the hills
My lover is like a gazelle
or a young stagg.
Here he stands behind our walls
gazing through the windows,
peering through the lattices.
My lover speaks ; he says to me,
"Arise, my beloved, my beautiful one,
and come!
"O my dove in the clefts of the rock
in the secret recesses of the clift:
Let me see you,
let me hear your voice,
For your voice is sweet
and you are lovely."
My lover belongs to me and I to him.
[He Said to Me]
Set me as a seal on your heart,
as a seal on your arm:
For stern as death is love,
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relentless as the nether world is devotion;
its flames are blazing fire
Deep waters cannot quench love,
not floods sweep it away
(New American Bible)
Psalm: There are many beautiful Psalms which focus on both the gifts of love and
forgiveness. Church liturgy directors could assist couples in finding one which would
speak to the message of the liturgy.
New Testament Reading: There are several fine New Testament readings to choose from.
One excellent one was previously mentioned in chapter three, Romans 12: 1-2, 9-18 which
exhaults the powers of love and warns against holding grudges.
Gospel: In Catholic liturgy services the Gospel is usually read by the priest or deacon. In
this forgiveness liturgy for married couples it would be more appropriate to have a couple
do the reading. As far as the choice of reading there are numerous Gospel stories which
focus on forgiveness that may be chosen from. I would suggest the Parable of the
prodigal son which was discussed in the previous chapter.
Homily: The homily is also usually reserved for the priest or deacon in the Catholic
liturgy. However, for this liturgy to have the greatest impact on the participants, I believe
it would be important for a married couple to deliver the homily. While the homily would
depend on the individual couple as well as the other couples in the group, I suggest that
the presenter couple offer a testimony of a time they needed forgiveness from each other,
were able to forgive, and how it affected their marriage. The same couple or another
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couple could then present the next part of the liturgy which is the introduction of the
forgiveness ritual.
Forgiveness Ritual: In the Catholic wedding mass this is where the exchanging of vows
and blessing of rings would take place. There are several sources which offer rituals for
forgiveness including the one from Couple's Praying Together (1986) which is attended to
in this chapter. The ritual I am suggesting for this liturgy comes from one I participated in
as part of an Engaged Encounter weekend. This ritual offers some questions for the
couple to consider about their forgiveness style:
The Process of Forgiveness
Stepping Through the Process
When I hurt you

When I am Hurt
Acknowledgment
The hurt I feel now is ...

Can I listen while you tell me
about the hurt I have caused you?
Acceptance

Can I accept that I am

Can I accept that you are hurt,

hurt, or do I want to tell you

or do I want to tell you that you

myself that it doesn't matter?

that you don't hurt?
Release

Sharing my hurt feelings with you,

Acknowledging and accepting the

can I forgive and let go?

hurt that I have caused you can
I forgive myself
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(Taken From Engaged Encounter Materials)
Couples are asked to reflect on these questions to reveal how they handle hurt in their
relationship. As in the Engaged Encounter ritual, these questions would be included in a
handout so that couples could use them as a resource when dealing with forgiveness at
home. Couples will also be asked to discuss how they can celebrate forgiveness in their
marriage. It would be helpful for the couples to find a smaller area of their relationship
that needs forgiveness for this ritual. Couples should be cautioned against trying to delve
into any serious problems at first. The reasoning behind starting with smaller issues is that
success with the smaller issues will encourage couples to continue the use of forgiveness.
Couples who are having more serious problems should be directed to a professional who
could give them the more personalized help they require. Because of the intimate nature
of this exercise couples should be encouraged to find a place in the worship space (home,
church) where they can have some privacy.
The Kiss: In the wedding liturgy this is where the bride and groom often kiss. The kiss is
a symbolic gesture to seal the marriage and show affection. Couples involved in the
forgiveness liturgy may also want to symbolize the forgiven relationship. In weeks prior
to the liturgy the organizers may want to ask couples to consider ways they can symbolize
forgiveness in their marriage. Or, couples can be encouraged to find ways of symbolizing
the forgiveness after the liturgy.
Presentation and Preparation of the Gifts: In the Catholic wedding liturgy this is when the
water and wine are presented to the altar. At this time a hymn is usually sung.
Lord's Prayer: Often the congregation will hold hands to recite the Our Father.
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Sign of Peace: The sign of peace is always included in the Catholic mass. Like the kiss it
is a symbolic action. In a mass about forgiveness which brings about internal and external
peace this can be a significant moment.
Communion: As I stated earlier communion, which means coming into union, is a central
part of the Catholic liturgy. As a bride and groom the couple received communion side by
side. In the forgiveness liturgy couples should again receive communion sided by side,
symbolizing the couple coming back into union.
Blessing and Dismissal: There are many excellent sources for final blessings including
several of the sources I have used already. Another option which I think would be more
meaningful would be to have each couple offer their own blessings for their spouse as well
as the entire group.
I have refrained from offering a more specific liturgy because part of the power in
the liturgy will result from couples' participation in the planning. Encouraging couples to
plan their own liturgy reinforces the notion of the domestic church and marital spirituality.
Forgiveness is a process which will be different for each couple. While I
recommend engaging in a forgiveness exercise or ritual at the mass, some couples may not
be comfortable with this. For those couples who are not comfortable engaging in the ritual
at the liturgy, handouts should be given for home use. Whether or not couples choose to
engage in the forgiveness exercise as part of the liturgy, the message of forgiveness as
healing should be clear. Also, marriage as a place of spiritual growth and expression
should be expressed throughout the liturgy.
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Rituals for forgiveness will vary as much as the actual couples do. By introducing
couples to ritual and, more specifically, forgiveness rituals we are giving them another tool
with which to repair intimacy and marital spirituality. Rituals can be used at several places
in the forgiveness process: the introduction of the process, the actual act of forgiveness,
and as a way to celebrate the completion of the process. As I stated earlier ritual may be
introduced by counselors, therapist, pastors and ministers. They can be introduced to
couples individually or to groups made of several couples. Hopefully, after couples have
experienced forgiveness through ritual, they will acquire a new appreciation for
forgiveness. Rituals can empower the new perhaps more vulnerable relationship.
Introducing ritual gives the couple the ability to celebrate. To play, to pray, and
contemplate the changes and consistencies of their relationship. Rituals not only help
couples heal but they can be significant factor in helping enrich the "forgiven" marriage.
I chose a liturgy because I felt it was the best way to link forgiveness and marital
spirituality. Clearly, I am focusing on Catholic couples. However, couples of other faiths
could tailor a prayer service to meet their needs. Furthermore, forgiveness rituals can be
meaningful in a counseling setting. Either pastoral counseling or secular counseling
settings would be appropriate
In order for the forgiveness ritual to have the most impact couples should be
encouraged to reflect on forgiveness in their marriage prior to engaging in the ritual. One
way to gather information would be constructing a genogram as suggested in chapter
three. While the couples themselves are responsible for planning this liturgy and ritual it
would be an excellent idea to include a pastoral counselor as a resource.

CHAPTER4
CONCLUSION

Forgiveness as a therapeutic tool for repairing intimacy has received far too little
attention. I regret that the scope of this thesis cannot come close to covering its healing
power. While several authors have attempted to demonstrate in a specific manner how
forgiveness transpires it still remains a somewhat abstract concept. Forgiving another,
one's spouse in particular, is never effortless or without a great deal of soul pain. People
struggle often an entire lifetime with forgiving. I would not hesitate to say that the more
intimate the relationship the more difficulty one would have coming to terms with the
injury and moving toward forgiveness.
The primary reason that forgiveness has been disregarded as a therapeutic tool
seems to be its principally religious foundations. As psychology has moved away from
religion it has, as a profession, abandoned some ofreligions rich offerings. Fortunately,
religion and psychology are moving towards an integration and we are taking a closer look
at how the two fields can benefit each other. This transformation can be witnessed in the
newly popular twelve step programs which promote spiritual growth as a means of
healing and wholeness.
The integration of psychology and religion is not the only good news. The
Catholic Church's improving attitude toward families is a welcomed transformation. In
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the Bishop's Committee on Marriage and Family handbook, Families at the Center, the
authors make this statement: "ordinary family life contains within it moments of great
significance for the development of the person and for the vitality of the whole church."
(1990, p3) In marriage even the moments of greatest hurt and tension carry within them
great significance for experiencing the gift of forgiveness and the growth of intimacy. The
authors also refer to this statement made by Pope John Paul II, "No plan of organized
pastoral work at any level must ever fail to take into consideration the pastoral area of the
family." This statement has implications for how reconciliation, and all other sacraments
are encouraged in married couples. It is not enough to nurture the sacramental life of the
couple while they are within the church walls. As a church we must encourage them to
see how the sacraments are working in the domestic church. The Church has begun to
understand the power, intimacy, and spirituality of the family.
This thesis has presented only a fragment of information on forgiveness and how it
repairs intimacy in marriage. The question of how one forgives is still unanswered. While
some authors in field of psychology have laid out steps to take in order to forgive, authors
in the field of psychology/ spirituality rely on transformation to give us the ability to
forgive. At this point I am more attracted to the idea that we must experience a
transformation or expansion of the heart to make forgiveness possible. I also believe that
there are steps we can take which open us up to the possibility of forgiveness. For me
there will always be some mystery concerning how we forgive. Anyone who has struggled
with the process is aware of how painful it can be. Anyone who has achieved forgiveness
understands how healing it is.
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We live in a time where divorce has become increasingly acceptable. Some might
say that forgiveness has become outdated. We should never let anyone get the best of us.
Educating couples how to forgive equips them with a means for handling the conflict that
might otherwise include them with the statistics of divorced people. As I stated earlier,
forgiveness is more than a means of conflict resolution. It does more than return couples
to where they were in the days before their difficulties. Forgiveness is a transformation.
When the couple forgives they move beyond their "humanness." Instead of becoming
stagnant in their marriage and spiritual lives they move ahead being richer for struggle
through their difficulties. By forgiving we acknowledge the power of God in our
relationship. We are freed of resentment and anger and can move on in our spiritual
journey. Forgiveness' opposites, anger and resentment prohibit us from moving on. As
pastoral counselors and pastoral ministers it is our responsibility to encourage spiritual
growth. By encouraging couples to forgive each other we are helping them become
"unstuck" and freeing them to reach their potential.
Forgiveness holds great promise for counselors and therapists. Couples who
present for counseling present because in many ways they are stuck. Anger often has a
paralyzing impact that takes control of the person or relationship. Some couples may be
okay with some of the conflict resolution skills that are currently being used. I believe that
by becoming more open to using forgiveness therapists can offer their clients greater
healing.
There is a great deal of room for further research and development concerning
forgiveness and marriage. It would be interesting to interview couples who report having
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long and successful marriages to see how forgiveness has worked for them. Perhaps their
stories could divulge to us more than any of the studies I have consulted. While I have
focused on developing rituals to forgive they may be able to suggest other ways in which
they forgive that are not so "formally" ritualized.
Another worthwhile undertaking would be a longitudinal study on the effectiveness
of introducing pre marital or recently married couples to forgiveness as a way of fostering
healing in marriage. It would be interesting to check in with them at several points in their
marriages, six months, two years, five years, etc .. ., to observe if formally being exposed to
marital forgiveness has benefited them. It may also be interesting to survey these couples
to reveal if there are any times when couples would be more likely to benefit from a
workshop or liturgy focused on marital forgiveness. Several sources seem to indicate that
while pre-married couples may have difficulty relating to the material concerning the
negative parts of marriage, couples within the first two years of marriage would be more
open to looking at these areas.
The process of writing this thesis has revealed to me that for me forgiveness is
always a spiritual process. The writings about forgiveness in spiritual literature have
touched me most profoundly. The authors in the field of psycholot,ry, Hargrave in
particular have also had a great impact on me. Writing this thesis has confirmed in me the
idea that forgiveness is at the heart of healing. Forgiveness is the our greatest gift to each
other in marriage. Through forgiveness we allow ourselves to be transformed and
renewed. Through forgiveness we bring life back into a dying relationship. I could only
offer suggestion for how forgiveness can be introduced into marriage. Because I am
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attracted to the spiritual aspect of forgiveness a ritual which focused on the spiritual
components of forgiveness seemed to be the most meaningful format for me.

It is my hope that psychology will take a closer look at forgiveness and how it
fosters healing. It is also my hope that the Church takes a closer look at how it can serve
families and married couples. And finally, it is my hope that we can all learn to embrace
our imperfections and "humanness" as a means of growing ever closer to God and one
another.
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